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      Claire often preferred the dark. It saved her from seeing things that scarred the mind like a bad tattoo. The way the security guard’s gaze slid over her like oil would definitely leave some kind of mark. She wouldn’t soon forget the way his bony fingers swirled across his desk, or the way his tongue flicked at his chapped lips. Fortunately, or unfortunately, she knew how to deal with men like him, but that didn’t make her any less uncomfortable.

      “Can you just sign the form?” she asked again.

      His gaze slowly rose from the desk, paused on her breasts, then met her eyes. “Tell me again. Why are you here?”

      “I’m going to Northwestern in the fall. They said if I get this form signed and take it into their science department, then I can volunteer here in one of your labs for credit. I already spoke to Lucy in your human resources department, and she said that was fine. So will you sign this please?” She shoved the form toward his hand, hoping to give him a paper cut.

      “I’ve got a job you can volunteer for,” he said, his fingers curling into his palm.

      A foot below the unkempt mustache smeared beneath his nose was a name tag.

      “Listen, Gary, if you won’t help me, then call someone who will.” She nodded toward the closed doors behind him. “I don’t have all day.”

      Nor did she have the stomach to stay in this place any longer then she had to. She hated Bodian Dynamics, but she really needed the extra college credits if she was going to make it into Northwestern’s nursing program in a year.

      “Why don’t you plant yourself right over there?” He pointed a long finger toward a waiting room. Its walls were the same pasty, gray color as his face. “I can’t sign your form, but I’ll see if Lucy’s back from lunch.”

      Claire turned around and walked toward one of four wooden chairs. Before she sat down, she removed a letter from her back pocket. If there was one thing that could get her mind off Gary’s stare, which she still felt on her, it was this letter. It came in the mail this morning. Her band had received an invitation to the Fire and Ice Festival in Portland. This could be her chance to finally put the past behind her and leave this place forever. Maybe she could even transfer to a real university instead of a community college.

      She looked up, not realizing she wore a smile until it disappeared. Across from her was a mirror. It reflected Gary, his gray eyes, cold and calculated, fixed in her direction. Why couldn’t he just say what was on his mind instead of swallowing her with his eyes? She could deal with the upfront truth, no matter how disgusting; it was his hidden thoughts that upset her.

      She inhaled deeply and smoothed back her long hair. Time for another approach. Claire turned sideways in the chair and stared right back at him. Maybe he would feel as uncomfortable as she had and look elsewhere.

      Gary’s bald, greasy head didn’t move, nor did his stiff expression change. However, she did notice his eyes widen ever so slightly, like a recovering alcoholic inhaling a glass of passing wine.

      If he wasn’t going to say something, she would. She didn’t care if he was older. “Is there a problem?”

      His thin lips twisted upward, wrinkling his weathered skin. “I know you.”

      “Doubt that.”

      “Yeah, I do. You’re Claire.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “I saw your picture with all that pretty black hair.”

      “Where?” She pulled her jacket tighter around her chest. Why was he sweating?

      “Your mother. She had it on her key chain at the bar the other night.”

      Good job, Mom.  Claire sucked in and looked around. Time to get away from this pervert, even if only for a few minutes. She tucked the letter back into her pocket. “Do you have any vending machines ‘round here? I’m starving.”

      “Craving anything special?”

      “Do you, or don’t you?”

      He smiled and motioned toward a side door. “There’s a couple through there and down the hall, but you can’t go without an escort, and I can’t leave my post.”

      She walked to the door and peered through an elongated window. “They’re just right there. Can’t you watch me from here?”

      He frowned, but she persisted. “Come on. Please? I’ll be right back.”

      Gary knocked his hairy knuckles against the desk. “Fine, but only because you’re Ellen’s daughter.”

      He reached over to some kind of electronic board and pressed a button. At the buzz, Claire pushed the door open and walked through. The second it closed and she was no longer being battered by his dirty thoughts, she relaxed and rolled her shoulders back as if to shake off any remaining filth.

      The place looked different from what she remembered. The walls were light green instead of bone white, but the place still smelled the same: lemons doused in rubbing alcohol. She’d come here once on a field trip when she was in high school and had accidentally walked into the wrong room, some lab with two scientists. One of them had yelled at her so badly she thought he was going to hit her.

      The vending machines were just up ahead. She went to them and scanned the items, taking her time. After settling on a chocolate bar, she leaned away and glanced toward the lobby. Gary stood in the window. He held up a bony wrist and tapped his watch.

      Yeah, yeah, I’m hurrying. She reached into her pocket to pull out a handful of change. She was about to feed it into the machine when a door creaked open just around the corner.

      “—must tell someone,” a woman’s shaky voice said, her fear unmistakable.

      “Now hold on a minute,” a man's voice whispered. The footsteps stopped. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. If someone finds out, those vials won’t be the only thing lost.”

      Claire held her breath and continued to listen.

      “We have an obligation to tell,” the woman said.  “This is a huge security breach!”

      “Do you want us all to lose our jobs? Go to jail?”

      “How can you think about that?” she said. “You saw what it did to those monkeys.”

      Silence followed.

      Claire’s pulse raced. Could she somehow sneak back without being heard?

      The woman spoke again. “But even worse was what those infected monkeys did to each other. It’s like they enjoyed hurting the normal ones. You saw how they stalked them, searching for weaknesses until they finally attacked and killed them. Could you imagine if a human ingested that same liquid? They could be transformed into—”

      Claire’s head bumped into the Plexiglas of the vending machine. The loud thunk jutted through the tension in the air. She must’ve been leaning forward to hear better, but now all she heard were two suddenly silent scientists.

      “Wait here,” the male voice said. Footsteps clomped hurriedly toward her.

      Claire didn’t stick around to see what the mad scientist looked like. She ran. As soon as she reached the door, she knocked on it like a crazed woodpecker.

      Behind her someone called, “Stop!” but just then Gary buzzed the door open, and she bolted.

      “Stop her!” the scientist shouted again.

      By now, Claire had exited the front doors and was racing toward the parking lot. When the glass doors flew open behind her, she quickly ducked behind a blue sports car, her legs shaking.

      “Where’d she go?” the scientist asked.

      Claire didn’t hear an answer, but she imagined Gary shrugging.

      “Go find her,” he said.

      “What did she do?”

      “Heard something she shouldn’t have, and I want to find out how much. Just find her and bring her back. I’ll look over here.” Footsteps scraped around the side of the building.

      It was several seconds before Gary’s footfalls descended the concrete steps. When he reached the pavement, he slowed, his feet dragging, as if they were dead. She pressed up against the wheel well of the car until the metal rim poked her in the back. She elbowed it and cursed it for being solid.

      “I know you’re out here, pretty little girl,” he called. “I saw you from the window.”

      She bent down and peered beneath the car. The sole of his black boots shuffled one row over.

      “Don’t worry,” he continued. “That crazy scientist is on the other side of the building. It’s just you and me now. Alone.”

      Claire flinched as if burned and quickly scurried to the next car over. 

      “Your mama won’t be happy with you,” he said, clicking his tongue. “I’ll bet you get a spanking for sneaking around. Hearing things you shouldn’t.” He chuckled. “Your life is about to get so messed up.”

      A familiar terror, one she hadn’t felt in years, wrapped its cold self around her. She frantically looked around for anyone who might help her out of this predicament, but the parking lot was empty.

      “Claire! Oh Claire!” Gary sang. When she didn’t answer, his tone changed, and his next words seemed to freeze the air around her. “You better keep your mouth shut about what you heard, or those you care about might get hurt.”

      Claire almost coughed from the sudden tightening in her chest. Who was this asshole?

      She was about to steal another look when a bird flew overhead, catching her attention. A raven, black as night, flapped beneath a gray sky. Instinctively, she reached for her necklace. The cool metal of the raven pendant her sister Valerie had given her made Claire remember her dying sister’s last words: “You have to fight, Claire.”

      She smiled, tension draining out of her like an unclogged sink. Even years later, Valerie was still taking care of her.

      Claire inhaled a deep breath. She could do this. This freak had no power over her.

      Very quietly, she moved to the rear of the vehicle to determine the guard’s location. Peeking through the windows, she saw him walking six lanes over. She looked over to the open parking lot gates. If she was fast, she could make it out and then cut through the forest to Deer Creek trail. From there it was only a couple of miles to her house. She could come back for her mother’s car later.

      Hunched over, Claire darted across the parking lot, but when she heard Gary yell, “Stop!” she ran harder.

      She was almost to the gates when he called after her, “I’ll be seeing you, Claire!”

      Just before disappearing from his view, she turned around and flipped him off.
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      Albert felt inside his pocket. It was still there, tucked deep inside. He rolled the small, glass vial between his fingers as if it were a gold coin. Just touching it made him feel better, not so trapped.

      Hiding between the school and an old shed, he waited until he saw her. He tugged on the branch of a nearby pine tree, pulling off needles one at a time. When the branch was bare, he began on the limb above it until his thumb and forefinger stung.

      At exactly eight o’clock, she opened the school’s gym door. Light spilled onto the darkened sidewalk as if it were rolled-out carpet. She flipped her hair back and strutted down the golden runway.

      He admired her confidence. That’s why he’d chosen her. One of the reasons anyway. The other was she didn’t know him, not really. To her, he was just a college kid who had picked her up at the movies a few days ago. Technically he wouldn’t be a real college student for another two months, but she didn’t need to know that.

      Albert watched her for a moment, standing on the sidewalk talking to her plastic friends. Her jeans were cut low, exposing several inches of white, smooth skin just below her tank top. He inhaled deeply and thought he could smell her hair, strawberries and cream, laced in the wind of the cool night air. His heart pounded and his mouth went dry.

      He took a deep breath and pushed his nerves aside. He could do this.

      For one week. That’s all the time he’d allow himself. One week to be someone else, someone free from rules and expectations. When the days ended, he’d focus on the concoction’s real application, which he didn’t really understand yet. He’d only overheard a few bits of conversation about it while at Bodian. But he wasn’t worried. There was time to figure it out.

      Removing the vial from his pocket, he jerked off the top and downed the liquid in one gulp. Before it hit the bottom of his stomach, his body began to absorb the genetically altering chemicals, sending a searing heat through his blood and into his spine. He collapsed to the ground, his spine arching backwards until he thought it would snap. Pain, more than he thought he could bear, rocked his entire frame. It was so much more intense from when he first tried the serum that he wondered if he’d made a huge mistake. To stop himself from screaming, he covered his mouth with his forearm.

      It was almost a full minute before the intense pain finally passed. In its wake came a warm calm, settling upon him like an early morning sunrise. He was free.

      He inhaled deeply before he stood up, feeling better than he had in a long time. All his fears and insecurities had faded with the darkness, and he no longer cared about anything: college, family—hell, even his life.

      He moved to the side of the school and peeked around the corner. She was by herself now, leaning against a tree, appearing to wait for a ride. Little did she know her plans were about to change.

      “Mindy?” he said, coming out of the shadows. His eyes moved away from her naked belly and up to her face. The streetlight above her seemed to hold her in a bright cocoon, protecting her from the encroaching darkness.

      She studied him for a minute before saying, “Gage?”

      He almost didn’t respond. That name he’d made up when they’d first met still sounded off to him. Maybe he should have given her his first name, but only his parents called him Albert. Instead, he always went by his middle name, which was way cooler sounding. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      She grinned and gave him a hug. “How’s it going?”

      Her touch ignited every nerve ending in his body. “Much better now that I’m with you.”

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      He licked his lips. “How could I resist?”

      Some part of him, smothered beneath layers of a foggy conscious, expressed shock at how he was acting. It was so unlike him. But the rest of him reveled in his newfound confidence.

      “Whatever.” She nudged him with her hand. “So what are you doing here?”

      He forced his eyes up. “My little sister begged me to pick up her friend, but she must’ve gotten a ride with someone else, cuz she’s not here now.”

      “Who’s her friend?”

      He thought of the most common name he could think of. “Jennifer.”

      “Jennifer who? I bet I know her.”

      “I don’t remember.” He trailed his fingers down her bare arm and took hold of her hand. “What are you doing right now?”

      She let him hold it. “My boyfriend’s picking me up any minute.”

      “That’s too bad,” he said, pulling her close.

      “Why’s that?” Her eyes met his, challenging him.

      “I wanted to take you for a ride. My bike’s just around the corner.”

      “Bike, huh? I don’t think my boyfriend would like that.”

      “Then we better hurry.” He pulled her forward and, just like he knew she would, Mindy followed.

      “Just over here,” he said. He led her toward a motorcycle parked against the curb and handed her a helmet. “You better put this on.”

      She didn’t reach for it.

      “You look different,” she said, eyes narrowing.

      “Do I?”

               “Yeah. Your hair. Did you darken it?”

      He ran his fingers through it. “No.”

      “Weird. Maybe it’s the light.” She took the helmet and pulled it over her long, blond hair.

      “Hop on,” he said, swinging his leg over the seat. She did as he said and buried her head into his back. His muscles quivered when her hands slipped beneath his shirt against his bare skin. 

      Albert drove fast, ignoring stop signs and darting through the scarce traffic of Coquille.  The cold, fall air should’ve chilled him at this speed, but he was warm, almost feverish.

      “Where are we going?” Mindy yelled over the roaring sound of the bike’s engine.

      “I thought we’d go to the coast,” he called back. She didn’t protest so he guessed it was okay.

      Albert took the back roads to Bandon. There’d be no cops there, and even better, the roads were super windy. Just the way he liked them. He went fast, pushing on the brake only when he felt the back tire begin to slip. Cottonwoods and tall elms, shoved occasionally to the side by fat pine trees, pushed up against the road, squeezing it as if to make the pavement smaller. That’s how all of Oregon felt to him: constricting.

      Except for now.

      He punched through the dense forest, his driving skills having gone up several notches. He knew when to lean, how far, how fast the bike could go before it would crash and burn. All his senses were acutely aware of what was going on around him, especially Mindy’s warm palm pressed against his stomach.

      When they reached Bandon, Albert didn’t drive to the beach like he’d intended. Instead, he stopped in front of his old high school, wondering how he’d managed to go there everyday for four years.

      Most of the lights were off, but a few classrooms were still lit up—teachers who had nothing better to do on a Friday night. One of them would be his old science teacher Mr. Adam’s. That guy had no life except for his experiments. Even thinking about the dead fetal pig he had to dissect his senior year made him smell formaldehyde.

      “What are we doing here?” Mindy asked.

      “This is my old school,” he said.

      “I hate this place.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “This is where I lost the state swim meet last year.”

      Albert moved off the bike and looked at her. “Retribution?”

      She took off her helmet and stared at the school. Her nose flared, marring her pretty face. “Hell, yes.”

      “Let’s go then. I know a way in.”

      She followed close behind him, holding his hand tightly. The tall trees surrounding the school kept them well hidden until they found the back entrance, one that was rarely used except by the janitor.

      Mindy looked around. “Won’t the door be locked?”

      “Yeah, but I know its weakness. Me and my friends used to sneak in here to use the pool.” He removed a pocketknife from within his pocket and jammed it into the keyhole. After a couple of turns and twists, the door popped open.

      “Lock’s broken. Even the janitor has to jockey it,” he said.

      “Won’t teachers hear us?”

      “Relax. The pool’s secluded. Of course if you start moaning too loudly, we might get caught.” He smacked her butt when she walked by him into the school.

      “That’s not what I’m here for, so don’t get any ideas,” she said over her shoulder.

      “We’ll see about that.” Albert moved in front of her. “This way.”

      He turned on his cell phone; a dim light spread before them.

      “We just have to cut through the cafeteria and down a hall. Then we’ll be at the locker rooms. Stay close,” he whispered.

      She stayed behind him, her hand touching his back. Albert couldn’t believe how well the night was going. Just like the first time he’d taken the concoction, he could do no wrong. And if the night continued to go his way, he was going to get lucky.

      “You sure know your way to the girl’s locker room,” she said after he flipped on a light.

      Their reflection appeared in a mirror opposite them. Mindy was right. His hair was darker. He smiled and stepped closer to her.

      “I learned a lot in this room,” he lied. Truth was he’d only been in here once before when he had to get towels for the boy’s locker room.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t think you’re going to teach me anything.”

      “Of course I am. Why else did you want to come here?” He was surprised by how he was talking to her. So confident and carefree. The more he spoke, the braver he became.

      “To do some damage. Retribution, remember, Gage?”

      That name. Gage. “Say my name again.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Gage.”

      He smiled. At first he wasn’t sure he liked the name he’d made up, but now he loved it, even more so than his middle name, the name everyone knew him by at school. Albert slipped his finger under the strap of her tank top. “How about we replace a bad memory with a good one?”

      “That’s what I want, too, but I don’t want that memory to involve bumping and grinding in a sweaty locker room, okay?” She turned away and headed toward the pool.

      Normally something like this wouldn’t have bothered him. Very little did. But for some reason, Albert suddenly hated her. He hated her strawberry-smelling hair, the sway of her hips, her white flesh.

      He took hold of her arm and spun her around. “We’re not finished.”

      She pushed him away. “Yes, we are. I’m getting out of here.”

      Albert grabbed Mindy again and this time he didn’t let go. She opened her mouth to scream, but he covered it with his hand. “Chill out! I just want to talk to you, not hurt you. What’s your problem?”

      The feel of her body struggling beneath his grip, excited him more than the sight of her flesh had earlier. He squeezed her to his chest and grinned when her back popped in several places. Her eyes bulged, but not with fear—with anger. Her knee came up hard, connecting with the one spot that would make him let go. He doubled over and fell to his knees.

      “You prick!” she yelled and kicked him in the stomach. She turned to walk away, but he reached out and grabbed her ankle hard. His unexpected move caught her off guard and she fell, smashing her head into the end of a wooden bench. Her neck snapped back, and the sound of bones cracking echoed in the tiled room. She remained still, face sideways on the floor.

      He caught his breath and sat up. “Mindy?”

      Nothing.

      He nudged her leg. “Get up. Quit kidding around.”

      Silence.

      Albert crawled to her and smoothed back her hair. Mindy’s blue eyes were open, like the still eyes of a china doll. “Mindy?”

      He touched his fingers to her clammy neck. When he couldn’t find a pulse, he stood and looked down at her dead body, thinking he should feel something: anger, pity, sadness, or even fear. But he felt no emotion. It was as if he were looking at nothing more than an abstract painting.

      He wouldn’t have hurt her, not really, but a girl who breaks into a swimming pool at night with a practical stranger has to be easy. Ask any guy. Would one kiss have hurt? Maybe if she hadn’t been such a prude, she wouldn’t have ended up dead on a dirty floor.

      Wiping his hands on his pants, Albert wondered what to do with the body. As far as he knew, no one had seen Mindy go with him. And he’d given her a fake name so if she had told her friends about him, the police would never connect him to this unfortunate accident.

      He decided to do nothing. Too much work. After stepping over the body, Albert shut off the lights and made his way to the darkness outside. Maybe he could still find something to do. It was still early after all.
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      Claire wiped water droplets from the patrol car’s chrome bumper with a dry towel. “There you go, Smith. All done.”

      “Thanks, Claire. And keep the change,” he said, handing her a fifty dollar bill.

      She looked up, surprised. “Thanks!”

      Ever since her dad went away a few years ago, Brent Smith, the Captain of Bandon’s Police Department and her dad’s former friend, had kept tabs on her. She was glad someone had.

      Before Smith rolled up his window, he said, “Good luck in Portland. I know you’ll do well.”

      She waved goodbye. We’ll need all the luck we can get. If they rocked it in Portland, there was a good chance they’d sign a record deal. She turned to Kate. “So what does that put us at?”

      Kate rummaged through dollar bills in her threadbare wallet. “Um, eighty-nine dollars.”

      Steph tossed a wet rag to the pavement and sat down. Her pink drumsticks stuck out of the back of her belt like bunny ears. “So we only have a million more to go.”

      Her head slumped onto her knees, spilling straight, brown hair across her short legs.

      “Technically we only need maybe a thousand more, enough for gas and hotels, and hopefully food for three days, so quit being such a pessimist,” Kate told her while readjusting her red hair back into a ponytail.

      “Yeah, we got this. We’ve done it before, right?” Claire said, remembering the time they’d raised $800 to turn Steph’s garage into a decent studio. Before the remodel, the rundown garage had been a nightmare to practice in. It was as hot as the Mojave Desert and the walls were so thin neighbors were always yelling at them to shut-up.

      “Here comes another customer,” Kate said.

      Claire turned around just as an old, seventyish-looking car with a long front and back pulled into the school’s parking lot. When it stopped, she walked up to the dark tinted windows. Her tanned reflection and dark hair reflected back. She looked down at her shoes and waited for a second, wondering why the driver wasn’t rolling his window down or opening his door.

      Finally she rapped on the window. “Hello? You need a car wash? It’s ten dollars.”

      The window rolled down. Claire almost stumbled when she saw who was inside. Gary, the security guard from almost a week ago, was grinning or sneering, she couldn’t tell which.

      “Hello, Claire,” he said. The words barely slipped past his tangled mustache.

      For the first few days after running from Bodian, she was paranoid that Gary or the scientist would find her, but when nothing happened she’d almost forgotten the event altogether. But seeing Gary now, she remembered his threats and the strange conversation she’d overheard.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      He rubbed his palms over the steering wheel. “A lot, but you can start with washing my car, the hood first. I want it nice and wet.”

      Claire crossed her arms to her chest. “We’re closed. Done for the day. Sorry.”

      She turned to walk away.

      “Are these your friends, Claire?” he asked. “People you care about?”

      She kept walking.

      Kate hurried over to her.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered, but smiled big to Gary. “We need every penny we can get.”

      “Not from this creep.”

      “When are we going on that date?” Gary called. “There’s a lot we got to say to each other.”

      Kate looked back at Claire. “Is he for real?”

      “Like I said, the guy’s a creep.”

      Kate straightened and stepped next to her. “Sorry, but she’s right. We’re done for the day, but you can get your car washed at the gas station just up the street.”

      Claire didn’t turn around. When she imagined him staring at her backside, she forced a shiver from erupting on her skin. She didn’t want him to know how he affected her. After a tense few seconds, the car finally drove away.

      “Was that a stalker fan?” Steph asked. She was still sitting down.

      “Something like that.” Claire tossed her wet rag toward a bucket of water ten feet away. She missed.

      “So when’s Logan coming?” Kate said. “I thought he was going to help.”

      Logan, Claire’s best friend, stood in as the band’s bass player whenever they needed someone. They’d needed him the last six months.

      “He is, but he had to pick his dad up from work,” Claire said.

      Steph stood up and slapped her wet rag back and forth on the ground, spraying water in every direction. “With the amount of people who work at Bodian, you’d think they’d have a bus going in and out of town.”

      “Isn’t that where Ethan’s dad works too?” Kate asked.

      Claire startled at the name. “Ethan Reynolds? What made you think of him?”

      “Check it out,” Kate said.

      From down the road, two familiar bullet bikes raced toward them.

      Kate smoothed her hair back and smacked her lips. “No fighting Claire, okay?”

      Corey Jenkins, who’d moved here their junior year in high school, and his best friend, Ethan Reynolds, pulled into the parking lot. Corey stopped his bike inches from hitting Kate, but Ethan hung back. That seemed to be his thing. And being their school’s valedictorian. Claire had always been envious of Ethan’s brain and laid back nature. That’s why she’d fallen hard for him a couple of years ago, but then Valerie had died and she’d had that whole incident with her father. Corey moving to town was just another blow. Ever since then, she and Ethan rarely spoke.

      “Hey, Kate,” Corey said. “You’re looking good in white.”

      Claire moved next to her protectively and asked, “What are you doing here?”

      Corey was the only boy she couldn’t stand in Bandon. Last year he and Kate had dated for almost eight months, but it ended badly when Kate caught him cheating with a sophomore. Even though Kate was the one who had broke it off, it was obvious she still liked him. Claire hoped after they graduated, they’d never have to see him again.

      Corey raked his fingers through his sandy, blond hair. “I hear you guys are raising money for your band. What’s the name again? Lame Addiction?”

      He laughed, and Kate joined in.

      Claire looked at her, appalled. “That’s not funny, Kate.”

      “It’s Grave Addiction,” Steph said. She continued to slap at the ground with the rag.

      Kate’s smile faded when she saw that Steph didn’t like Corey’s joke either. “What do you need, Corey?”

      “Our bikes washed.” His eyes stayed on Kate.

      “We don’t do bikes,” Claire said.

      Corey turned to her. “Why not? I hear you do everything else.”

      “You’re such a—”

      “Of course we’ll wash your bikes,” Kate interrupted, rolling her lucky guitar pick in and out of her fingers.

      “How much?” Ethan asked from behind Corey. He raised his sunglasses to his forehead, pushing back dark, shaggy hair.

      “Five dollars for both,” Kate said.

      “Ten,” Claire corrected.

      “Does the principal know you’re here?” Corey asked. “Last I heard you had to be an actual student to earn money on school property.”

      “Mrs. Summers said it was fine.”

      “Since when does it matter what a secretary says?”

      “Since when does it matter what you say?”

      Corey paused, then said over his shoulder, “Hey Ethan, weren’t you just saying you saw Claire’s mom on the street corner turning tricks last night?”

      Claire kicked the front of Corey’s bike as hard as she could, nearly knocking it and Corey to the ground. Both Corey and Ethan jumped from their bikes, Corey to lash back at Claire, and Ethan to stop him.

      Corey reached for Claire over Ethan’s shoulder.

      “Lay off, man,” Ethan was saying, trying to calm Corey down.

      “Let him go,” Claire said, adrenaline coursing through her blood. “I heard he hits like a girl!”

      Kate pulled her back. “Chill out, Claire!”

      By this time Steph was standing too.

      “Why don’t you get more towels?” Steph asked, nudging her in the opposite direction. “I didn’t bring enough.”

      “You want me to drive all the way home?” Claire asked, resenting the distraction. Her house was ten minutes away.

      “No. Just borrow some from the girl’s locker room. No one will know.”

      “Unless I tell,” Corey said. “Then you’ll have to donate all that money to the school or something.”

      “I guess we’ll owe you one,” Kate said, touching his arm.

      Claire picked up Steph’s wet towel and tossed it at Kate.

      “I’ll be right back,” Claire said and stomped off. What was Kate’s problem? You’d think she would’ve learned by now.

      She threw open the front door of the school and kicked the nearest garbage can. Mrs. Summers stuck her head out the office door. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Sorry,” Claire mumbled.

      “What do you need?”

      “I have to use the bathroom. And…” She went out on a limb. Mrs. Summers, the high school’s secretary, had never let her down before. “Can we borrow some towels from the girl’s locker room?”

      Mrs. Summers shrugged, making her shoulder-pads and red, curly hair bounce. “Help yourself. Just make sure you wash and return them this week. I think the swim team’s going to start summer practice soon.”

      “Thanks. We will.” Claire smiled and walked to the rear of the empty school. She took a left into the locker room, leaving the lights off as there was just enough light spilling in from the natatorium that she could see the towels sitting on a shelf nearby.

      She must not have been paying attention to where she was going because all of a sudden she tripped. She thrust her hands out to break her fall, but not before smacking her head against the tiled floor. Moaning from an instant headache, she rolled over and sat up to see what had tripped her. An odd figure lay several feet away. A blanket? No, too hard. Was that a hand?

      Claire tried to stand to turn the lights on, but her head spun. She sat back down on the floor. The natatorium’s faint light wasn’t enough to make out details, but something looked very wrong with the heap in front of her. And felt wrong, too.

      She moved closer, crawling on her hands and knees, while her eyes tried to adjust to the darkness. She reached out and touched the hard form. Her fingers grazed what felt like skin, but it was cold, as cold as the tiled floor.

      She leaned forward, but still couldn’t tell what she was looking at. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and turned it on in the direction of the object. Only inches from her face, dull light illuminated the frozen, milky, white eyes of a girl, a dead girl.

      Claire screamed and scrambled backwards, dropping her phone with a clatter that shattered her nerves.

      She didn’t remember much after that. She knew she was running down the hall, feeling emotions she swore she’d never feel again. Along with them came violent memories of her father that threatened to bring her to her knees. She was screaming or was that terrifying sound only inside her head?

      Claire heard Mrs. Summers calling her name as she raced past the office. The front door opened, but Claire didn’t know if she was the one who had opened it. Everything was a chaotic blur until she smashed into something warm and solid. Arms came around her and held her tight.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” a male voice said. Calm and smooth. Ethan’s voice.

      She buried her face into his chest to hide her wet eyes. “We need to call the police. A girl. It’s horrible.”

      “Claire? Are you all right?” Mrs. Summers asked behind her.

      Ethan’s arms held her close. “She said we need to call the police.”

      “What’s happened, Claire?”

      She felt a palm press on her shoulder. She turned her head and whispered to Mrs. Summers, “There’s a dead girl in the locker room.”

      Mrs. Summer’s face turned the same shade of white as her blouse. “Are you sure?”

      Claire nodded. She knew death too well. Something horrible had happened to that girl.

      Mrs. Summers rubbed her back. “Take care of her, Ethan. I’ll call the police.”

      She turned and walked away.

      After she left, Ethan said nothing. He simply held her and stroked the back of her head while she tried to stop shaking. It almost felt like old times.

      Pull it together, Claire. She forced herself to think of something else. The band. Singing. The Fire and Ice concert. Her breathing slowed.

      Not far away she heard her friends laughing. I should be with them, Claire thought, but she couldn’t move.

      Then she heard a familiar voice say, “What are you guys doing?”

      Ethan’s arms dropped and he stepped away. She thought she would fall, but she remained upright.

      Ethan lowered sunglasses back over his eyes and said, “Claire’s upset.”

      Logan, who must’ve just arrived, moved to her side. “What happened?”

      She shook her head and tried to speak, but only managed to mumble.

      He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here. You can tell me later.”

      Claire leaned her head against his shoulder and walked with him toward Kate and Steph. She loved Logan. They’d been friends since the first grade when she’d peed her pants, and he covered for her by saying he pushed her into a puddle. And he never let her forget it either. Since that day she had tried to repay him, but he always did something else that left her forever in his debt, including finding the apartment complex they were all going to live in come fall.

      Kate moved away from Corey when she saw them approaching, but Claire noticed the way Corey’s hand lingered on Kate’s arm. She used her hatred of him to strengthen her, to rebuild the emotional wall that had crumbled the moment she saw the dead girl.

      “I’m taking Claire home,” Logan said to the group.

      “Huh? Why?” Kate asked. Steph stood up from the sidewalk.

      Claire tried to hide her eyes, which were still brimming with tears, but they saw.

      “Oh no! Claire, what’s wrong?” Kate said, rushing over with Steph beside her. As far as Claire knew, this was the first time she’d ever cried in front of them.

      Corey smirked. “Did you get busted stealing towels?”

      “Shut the hell up,” Logan said.

      Corey stepped forward. “You going to make me?”

      Logan met him halfway.

      “Enough!” Claire said, finding her voice and the rest of her strength. “The police will be here soon.”

      Logan turned to her. “Why?”

      “Because I found a girl in the locker room. Dead.”

      Everyone went silent for a long moment. Finally, Logan said in a hushed tone, “I can’t believe it! That’s horrible. Are you okay?”

      Claire straightened her shoulders. “I’m fine.”

      As long as I don’t close my eyes. She looked away. Not far off, Ethan was leaning against the school, looking in their direction. She couldn’t help but wonder what he must be thinking.

      “Do we know her?” Steph asked, staring at the school.

      She followed her gaze. “I don’t think so.”

      Mrs. Summers came out of the front doors and walked toward them. Claire knew by the frightened look in her eyes that she’d seen the body too.

      “The police will be here any minute,” Mrs. Summers said when she reached them. “They’ll want to talk to each one of you, especially you, Claire. Why don’t you all come wait in the office? It’s going to be a long afternoon.”

      Mrs. Summers was right. The police took forever doing whatever it was they did when someone dies, and afterwards they interviewed each one of them. Claire had to be interviewed twice—once on site and again at the police station. And by the questions they were asking, she got the feeling they thought the girl had been murdered.

      At the suggestion of a police officer, she called her mother, but when Claire told her what had happened her mother asked if she could deal with it on her own. She was at work and they needed the money, she reminded Claire. Yes, definitely more important.

      Fortunately, Logan stayed with her the entire time, one more thing she’d owe him for. Afterwards, he drove her home. It was nighttime, and although the sky was dark, the windows in her home were darker.

      “Is your mother home?” Logan asked when he turned off the car’s engine.

      Claire stared out the window. “It’s a Saturday night. She won’t be back for hours.”

      “Working?”

      “Something like that.”

      “You going to be okay tonight?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, but inside she trembled.

      Logan opened his door. “Let me at least walk you in.”

      She waited for him to round the car, her hands gripping the dashboard. The car felt safe. Her home was empty. A cracked shell.

      Logan opened the passenger door. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”

      She forced a smile and stepped outside, away from the shelter of the car, and followed him across long, green grass that was in desperate need of a cut. It slowed her down, making her want to stop. To not move forward.

      “I’ve never been questioned by a policeman before,” Logan said. “What a freak show.”

      She wasn’t listening. Panic threatened to choke her the closer she came to the front door. Why was she so scared? It wasn’t like she hadn’t seen death before. But never had it been so unexpected and in her face. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the girl’s open, pale, blue eyes, staring at her like they wanted to tell her a secret.

      Logan stopped walking. “Do you have a key?”

      She stared at the front door. “What?”

      “A key to get in?”

      “Right. Sure.” She removed a key from her pocket and tried to slide it into the keyhole, but she was shaking so badly that it fell from her hand.

      “Claire?” Logan asked. He bent down and picked it up.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Look at me.”

      She couldn’t do it. She’d already cried once today, and that was once more than Logan had seen in all the time they’d known each other. Her darkened image reflected back in the door’s window. It was so dark she couldn’t see her eyes.

      He stepped between her and the door.

      “Look at me,” he said again.

      Her eyes slowly met his and she shook her head. “I can’t be alone. Please. Don’t leave me.”

      Tears fell again. That made twice.

      He hesitated before putting his arms around her, but when he did, she didn’t recoil from being touched. Not surprisingly she hadn’t when Ethan had held her, either. There were benefits to feeling numb.

      “It’s okay,” Logan said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      She inhaled deeply, her breath quivering while more tears fell. He was staying. She wasn’t alone. She had faced death once before with her sister. Give her anything else to battle, and she could do it, but death was something she just didn’t know how to fight.
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      Albert closed his eyes and opened them again. Through a shops front window, jammed into long line of tourists all hoping for ice cream, Claire Williams waited her turn. She looked the same as always: long dark hair, tanned skin, and bright green eyes. But she wasn’t the same. Not even close.

      The hard exterior he’d grown accustomed to over the years had crumbled the day she’d discovered the girl’s body. He’d seen her exposed, had felt her naked emotions bleeding onto his arms. To experience the vulnerability of someone who appeared void of feeling had made him reconsider his whole outlook on life. If Claire could do this, then maybe others could too. Maybe even his father.

      Albert wondered what it’d take for his dad to show emotion, to destroy his obsessive need to control. That’s what emotions were to him—uncontrollable.

      He looked up just in time to see Claire coming toward the front door holding a tall waffle cone. He quickly ducked into the neighboring tourist shop wanting to go unnoticed. He discovered days ago that when he did this, he could catch glimpses of her softer side that he never noticed before. Like the other day when she’d gone out of her way to help a handicapped kid cross the street, or another time when she tried to break up a fight (she ended it by throwing a few punches herself, but that hadn’t been her initial goal). Claire seemed to notice what others didn’t, and he was sad he hadn’t noticed it sooner.

      As soon as she passed, he fell in step behind her with several people between them. Summers were always crowded in Bandon. Normally he hated the swell of tourists that came with the warmer weather, but lately he loved the cover. It gave him a chance to watch Claire unnoticed.

      Claire didn’t seem to notice the people around her as she licked at her cone. She was always in her own world and had been for a long time. It was a world she often spoke of escaping. Maybe that explained her perma-pissed expression.

      It’s not that Claire didn’t have good reason to be upset. Everyone knew her older sister died of cancer a few years before. At her sister’s funeral, Claire had sat by herself, dry-eyed, even after her mother had arrived late, drunk and slurring obscenities. Her father hadn’t shown up at all. And shortly after that he was sent to prison. No one really knew why, but there were rumors.

      Claire paused at the corner of the street and looked around as if she was looking for someone. After a few seconds, she continued on. Albert followed. Since that day he’d held her, she had unknowingly become a bright light in his life, shining through the darkness that continued to plague him.

      He closed his eyes tight, remembering the night with Mindy. The moment the Bodian drug had left his system, he couldn’t believe what had happened. The violent way he’d handled her appalled him so much that he was sick every day after. He’d even seriously considered suicide, but then Claire had cried. Her tears had given him hope. She was someone he thought he knew really well, but those tears had proved him wrong.

      “Come on, Claire. Let’s go!” Kate called from the front seat of a beat-up Corolla across the street from her.

      He followed Kate’s gaze until he found Claire in front of a t-shirt shop. She was handing a flyer to a girl he didn’t recognize.

      “One sec,” Claire called back. A minute later she jumped into the car with Kate.

      Albert walked over to the girl holding the flyer. “Can I see that?”

      “You can have it,” she said. “Not my type of music.”

      He took the paper and read over it. This weekend Grave Addiction and a few other local bands were playing at the Bandon fairgrounds. This was information he already knew. He folded the flyer and shoved it into his back pocket.

      The whole way home he thought of Claire. He had to. If he didn’t, then his thoughts would return to the way Mindy’s head had slammed into the wooden bench, or how incredibly powerful the drug had made him feel. Either thought made him queasy. So did driving up his driveway.

      He sat in the car for several minutes, staring at his family’s ordinary tan house and its ordinary lawn. But what it sheltered wasn’t ordinary. A therapist could spend their whole career studying his family’s jacked-up dynamics and still never come up with an explanation for their behavior.

      Cursing under his breath, he opened the car door and headed inside. His father wouldn’t be home for another couple of hours, but his mom would be waiting for him. With a list.

      “Where have you been?” his mother said the second he stepped inside.

      He opened the hall closet and hung up his jacket and backpack, then removed his shoes. When he turned around, his mother was blocking his path to the kitchen. The bun at the back of her head was pulled so tight it strained the skin on her face.

      “I asked you a question,” she said again.

      “I just got off work.”

      “You should’ve been home fifteen minutes ago.”

      “I was sitting in the driveway.”

      She blinked. “Let me see your hands.” Her thin lips stretched to the sides of her face like a puppet’s.

      “Why?”

      “Are you questioning me?”

      He raised his arms, palms turned up. She gripped them with vulture-like claws and inspected them thoroughly, even sniffing them.

      “Did I pass?” he asked. For some reason, his mother always thought he secretly smoked.

      Her claws curled into a fist, but she left one finger pointed at his chest. “You watch it young man or we’ll revoke your free time.”

      “I have plans this weekend,” he said, trying to stay calm.

      “Plans can change.” She removed a crisp piece of paper from her apron and handed it to him. “Maybe if you finish this by the time your father comes home, I might not tell him about your tardiness.”

      “Fine.” He looked down at the paper. Usual stuff. Cleaning the same places that had been cleaned twenty-four hours ago. Two more months. Then he was done with this shit.

      “Well?” his mother said, still standing in front of him.

      He looked up. Her stern puppet face had been replaced by the face of an angel. She batted her eyes and smiled.

      “What?” he asked, totally confused.

      “Don’t I get a hug? You are my boy after all.”

      He paused, wondering if he should decline, but that would definitely seal his fate for the weekend. Leaning toward her, he reached around her back and patted lightly, trying to ignore the bile rising in his throat.

      “That’s more like it,” she said. “Now be a good boy and don’t forget to shower after your chores.”

      He left quickly.

      His mother hadn’t always been psycho. He still had memories of a normal mom who used to take him to the park and read to him, but that was before his older brother of nearly eight years had turned into a meth head and ended up in prison for shooting a couple of people during a home invasion. The day Benjamin was taken away something had snapped in his mom’s brain, and she hadn’t been the same since. For years he tried to understand her craziness, even feeling sorry for her at times, but now all he felt was revulsion.

      After sticking headphones into his ears and cranking the music, he began his jobs, starting with spraying off the house. Because he’d done it the day before, he simply waved the spray of water back and forth to give the illusion of cleaning. No doubt his mother had her ear to the wall, listening to his every move.

      He finished spraying the house, then mowed the lawn, swept the driveway and the garage, tried to find something to trim on the bushes, washed the cars, and finally went upstairs to clean his room. He was slow going up the white, carpeted stairs, and took deep breaths to calm his sudden racing heartbeat. Cleaning his room was the worst of the chores.

      Albert stopped at his bedroom door, his hand shaking just above the doorknob. Out of the corner of his eye, his mind registered something out of place in the long, darkened hallway. He glanced over. His mother was standing erect at the end of the hall, her hands clasped together. She didn’t say anything, didn’t blink, didn’t move. She just stared, her eyes made darker by the lack of sunlight in the narrow space.

      The cold metal of the doorknob touched the underside of Albert’s palm, and he jumped as if shocked. He quickly turned the handle and slipped inside his room, closing the door behind him. Breathing heavily, he leaned against the door, keeping his eyes closed. He was hoping he’d hear his mother walk by, but he didn’t hear anything. For all he knew she was still standing there. Sometimes she’d stay like that for hours.

      After some time, Albert opened his eyes. His reflection looked back at him, face pale and forehead beaded with sweat. He wanted to turn away, but it wouldn’t make a difference if he did. No matter where he looked, he saw himself. Years ago his parents had lined every wall in his room with mirrors. And every day he had to clean them.

      Albert set to the task, all the while thinking about the Bodian drug hiding beneath his bed. It could make all of this go away. But then he remembered Claire.

      At six o’clock on the dot, his father came home. He listened from his room as the front door opened and closed. He looked down at his watch. If his dad didn’t come see him within three minutes, then Albert would know his mother had told him about being late.

      When the second hand on his watch passed the allotted time, his chest tightened. He would be grounded for the weekend (didn’t matter that he was almost nineteen), and that meant he couldn’t see Claire. His insides began to tremble, and his sanity felt as if it had been dropped into a blender.

      Maybe he could ask for the paddles instead. It had been several months since they’d been used, but he knew his dad still considered the option. He’d threatened it just last week. Sometimes Albert wished his father were a raging alcoholic who lashed out in anger. That would be much easier to accept than a—

      The door opened. His father’s massive frame filled the doorway. “Your mother said you were late, Albert.”

      Albert grimaced at the sound of his given name. He wished he never had to hear it. “Only by fifteen minutes, and I was just in the driveway.”

      His father’s chest rose and fell. Deep breaths, slow and steady. “Don’t make excuses. You know the rules, and until you move out, they have to be followed.”

      “Yes.”

      “Other than going to work, you’ll be staying home this weekend.”

      “Please, Dad. I already have plans.”

      “I don’t care about your plans.” He turned to leave. His ironed blue shirt barely moved. A shell.

      “Wait!”

      His father stopped and turned around. Dark eyebrows shadowed even darker eyes.

      Before his father could scold him, Albert quickly said, “Can you punish me another way?”

      His father’s gaze moved to a set of paddles hanging on a mirror. “You will receive both punishments for questioning me. I’ll be back in one hour.”

      The door closed.

      Albert cursed and smashed his fist repeatedly into a pillow. Months ago, he had stopped trying to convince his parents that he would never become like his brother. They didn’t believe him then, and they weren’t about to now. In their minds, the family name would never be tarnished again, and they saw to this by imposing crazy rules and punishments upon him.

      Clenching his jaw, he squished beneath his bed and scooted to the back corner. There was no reason for him to feel like this. Not anymore. He curled his fingers around the edge of the carpet and pulled back, exposing a wooden floor. After removing the nearest board, he peered in and stared at the glass vials.

      He’d promised himself that he would throw them away after what had happened with Mindy, but now he was glad he hadn’t. He reached in and took hold of the nearest tube. Just touching the cool glass relaxed him, and he inhaled deeply.
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